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Today, March 18th, 2001, is Mr. Updike's sixty-ninth birthday, and I am honored 
to be able to talk about his works in his hometown, at this library, which meant a 
lot to him as a boy.1 
Let me first begin by talking about how I began to read Updike's works 
when I was still living in my small suburban hometown and going to a local public 
high school, although I know that academics are supposed to be objective about his 
or her topic of study. 2 
In those days I was preparing for college to study English and American 
literature, hoping to get some job related in some way to literature. I was also 
trying to write a novel for myself but I at the same time thought that my rather 
unexciting middle-class life in my hometown was not an appropriate topic for a 
novel: few novels I had read till then depicted such a sort of life in such a sort of 
setting. 
Then I found a short article introducing the contemporary American 
novelist John Updike and his major works such as the Rabbit series and Couples. 
In contrast to his fame and popularity here in the United States, he, as well as most 
contemporary American novelists, is not widely known to general reading public 
in my country. When I read the article, I thought that maybe this novelist had 
something in common with me and treated a life somewhat similar to my own as 
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an appropriate topic for a novel, and that I should get his books and read them. 
Maybe I was then unknowingly learning to be critical about what the 
canonical literature has been neglecting to do (the "canon," by the way, means the 
"great works" which every educated person in the society is supposed to have read 
and whose value every educated person is supposed readily to approve of): there 
are things which are doubtlessly there but which every sophisticated intellectual is 
supposed to caricaturize or treat as if they were not there. An unexciting 
everyday life of an "affluent society" is among them, for it is too "bourgeois." 
Being "antiestablishment" has been regarded as a sort of duty among the 
intellectuals since the late nineteenth century, but the attitude is sometimes a form 
of exclusive elitism; their world, the cultural "center" of the privileged few, 
seemed too much removed from my own life in the "periphery." 
And in Updike's writings we can find criticisms of certain kind of 
"antiestablishment attitude," which could properly be called a conformism in 
disguise. He is skeptical about such "social protest" as a fashion in his mention 
of, for example, shallow liberalism of the protagonist's wife in "The Doctor's 
Wife" (collected in Pigeon Feathers and Other Stories), 3 or that of Janice 
Springer, the wife of Harry Angstrom, in Rabbit Redux, the second of the Rabbit 
series (later in the novel, she uses an explicitly racist expression to refer to Skeeter, 
an African American whom Harry allows to live in his house). He also deals with 
this problem in his controversial essay "On Not Being a Dove" (collected in 
Self-Consciousness: Memoirs). 
To make clear the framework with which we can deal with thisparadox, 
now I have to briefly mention a literary theory. 
The "fiction," when it is used as a technical term, sometimes refers to the 
dilemma inherent in understanding the world we live in: we can only deal with the 
chaos of the world by articulating it with words, but at the same time the use of 
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language necessarily distorts the reality, making us biased. The word "fiction" 
etymologically comes from the Latin verb "fingere," which equals "to make" in 
English. In our everyday life we regard "fiction" as something opposed to the 
''fact," but etymologically the word "fact" stems from the Latin word "facere," 
which also means ''to make." This contiguity of meanings suggests that the 
"fact" as we understand it is not so much removed from the "fiction." The 
"fiction" controls the way we see and deal with the world, especially the mind of 
those who think that they are too realistic to see the world through literature. 
What I am going to talk about here is related to this problem of "fiction": 
how Updike has improved the "fiction" to articulate his contemporary American 
society. In my view, there is a paradox about being critical about the "fiction" 
that controls the society one lives in: if that society is not precious to him or her, it 
does not matter what kind of"fiction" the socio-cultural establishment forces upon 
him or her, whereas, if it means a lot to him or her, one is obliged to criticize the· 
"fiction" and find out a more appropriate one. In Updike's case, it seems that the 
latter was the case, although he could have instead conformed to the norm of the 
society of cultural elites, to which he doubtlessly belonged. 
****** 
Now we will go into specific details of Updike's works. 
Updike's works are noted for its realistic representation of the suburban 
society of the United States. As few minorities are depicted in them, his style is 
often considered conservative, that is, not sufficiently "antiestablishment." As a 
result, his reputation among critics and scholars of literature has somewhat been 
reduced, at least in Japan, my country. 
But is the vision of the society in his works really so conservative? I do 
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not think so. To illustrate what I mean, I would like to mention the Rabbit series, 
which is one of the most famous works of Updike, and the short story "Friends 
from Philadelphia," Updike's first published story (1954). 
When Harry Angstrom, the protagonist of the Rabbit series, runs away 
from his family at the beginning of Rabbit, Run, the first of the series, he soon 
finds that the geography of the United States does not offer him a refuge in the 
shape of the frontier any more, because it is covered with the "net" ofthe roads. 
The network of highways was greatly developed in the first decade after World 
War II, and characterizes the era. Harry's feeling suggests that the society he 
lives in is no longer the one which is repeatedly represented in the American 
"canon" of the nineteenth century, that is, the "Wild West" with the "Frontier." 
Leslie Fiedler properly schematizes the literary tradition as that of the "boy on the 
run" from "civilization," or the "confrontation of a man and woman which leads to 
the fall to sex, marriage, and responsibility," in his book Love and Death in the 
American Novel (1960).4 
Then we can safely say that Harry does not neatly fit into the traditional 
image of a proper American man, or, to use another technical term, a convention of 
the American canon. It also functions as a critical commentary to the tradition of 
the fiction that was (or is) still dominant in various media including novels, movies, 
and TV programs. 
If Updike just wanted to treat Harry as a traditional American "boy on the 
run," he would (and should) have stopped with Rabbit, Run. Indeed, if we just 
regard the novel as the story of an ex-athlete who has reached the climax of his life 
at an early stage of his life, I do not think it is a unique achievement; such a 
summary do not explain the novel (which is the first of Updike's works I read). 
The situation, or the "theme," is already used by other preceding American 
novelists: for example, Irwin Shaw's short story "The Eighty-Yard Run" depicts 
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the decline of an ex-football-player, and Tom Buchanan of F. S. Fitzgerald's The 
Great Gatsby is first introduced as an ex-polo-player in a similar predicament. 
Indeed, as is widely known, Updike himself has dealt with the predicament of an 
ex-athlete in his poem "Ex-Basketball Player" and his short story "Ace in the 
Hole" (which is the first story I used in my English class as a college teacher). 
Then, the Rabbit series being a sequel suggests the author's ambition to do more. 
The sequel is widely reputed to portray the changing American society after World 
War II. The attempt naturally entails an endeavor to find out a more appropriate 
way of representing America, to articulate the aspects of the author's country that 
have been rather neglected in literature but mean a lot to him. 
"Friends from Philadelphia" also makes clear to what kind of society 
Updike has tried to do justice in literature. In my essay "Updike-no Kaette-Kita 
Usagi to Pennsylvania" (which means "Updike's Rabbit Redux and Pennsylvania"),5 
I used the expression an "incompletely provincial place" to refer to Mt. Judge and 
Brewer in the Rabbit series (the latter corresponds to Reading, and the former 
implies the combination of Shillington and Mt. Penn). The expression also 
applies to "Friends from Philadelphia," as well as to many of Updike's works 
including the other stories collected in Olinger Stories (1964). In this story, the 
15-year-old protagonist, John, asks his girl friend's father, Mr. Lutz, who is a 
successful businessman, to give him a ride so that the boy can get a wine for his 
parents' "friends from Philadelphia," and Mr. Lutz lets John drive his big and 
expensive Buick. When you look into its details, the story offers an insight into 
what the representation of an "incompletely provincial place" can do to for 
literature and the "fiction" in general. 
In the first place, it is rather strange that the "titular hero," the person 
whose name constitutes the work's title, like Henry James's Dai~y Miller, does not 
even appear in the story. If the author had just wanted some pretext for letting the 
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protagonist ask for a ride to get a bottle of wine, he could have devised another 
with ease. The "friends from Philadelphia," though they do not appear in the text, 
seem to be essential to the story because they make clear the status and 
significance of the small town Olinger, the fictional name for Shillington. They 
make it clear that John's parents do not live in a self-contained and closed world: 
his parents are connected with the urban atmosphere, in which culture, 
sophistication, and intelligence are much valued. 
It is obvious that Mr. Lutz's reaction in the story is unusual: he is a wealthy 
man who can afford a new car whenever he wants to, while the protagonist's 
educated parent!! only own an old Plymouth. Mr. Lutz fits into the example of 
what a man should be in the realistic, materialistic, and antiintellectual American 
tradition. However, Mr. Lutz deplores his "lack" of education and admires 
John's parents and their friends for being "college people," without any hostility. 
Kenji Inoue, a leading Updike expert in Japan, contrasts Updikean small towns 
with Sinclair Lewis's ones depicted in Main Street and Babbitt, in his essay 
"Chiho-Shugi Sakka to shiteno Updike" ["Updike as a Novelist ofRegionalism"]:6 
he justly says that Updike's positive and loving portrayal of small provincial towns 
on the East Coast is in sharp contrast with Lewis's satirical view of vulgar and 
materialistic towns from the outside. In Lewis's provincial small town of the 
Middle-West of the 20s, a Mr. Lutz could have been completely satisfied and 
self-contained about himself. Indeed, in the materialistic and conformist 
atmosphere of the early 50s, he did not have to question the prevalent values of his 
society that did not pay due respect to intelligent people without much income. 
However, for some reason he does: Mr. Lutz might be "uneducated" but is 
intelligent enough to be critical about the status quo in which he could have been 
just satisfied with his own success. 
This unusual attitude suggests that the small provincial town of the 
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twentieth century is no longer a self-contained small community that justifies the 
identity of those who belong to it and has been repeatedly portrayed in the 
American canon; Philip Fisher calls such an autonomous world a "Jeffersonian 
ideal" of small independent farmers. 7 Harry "Rabbit" Angstrom is sometimes 
regarded as the character through whom the author, himself having gone to 
Harvard and living in Massachusetts, can live a vicarious life in his hometown in 
Pennsylvania, but Harry also sometimes leaves the area and lives in Florida after 
he becomes rich. This life style suggests that we are living in the age of traffic 
and communication, in which one's sphere of daily life is necessarily fluid, not 
centering on one self-contained autonomous community. It is suggestive that 
"Friends from Philadelphia" extensively describes the charm of driving a car, 
which makes possible such a life style ofthe age of traffic and communication. 
The suburban society after World War II represented in Updike's works is 
something new and novel, although it on the surface might appear to belong to the 
tradition of the small town in the countryside: the post-Word-War-11 suburban 
community has also been portrayed in movies and TV programs to make it the 
target of envy all over the world, at least before the Vietnamese War; its reality, 
however, has been neglected in the art of representing the world. It is either 
idealized (this unrealistic idealization is also criticized in Toni Morrison's first 
novel The Bluest Eye), or caricaturized from the outside. 
As the result of such social changes after World War I, the simple 
dichotomy of the city and the country has been made obsolete, and no longer 
explains the world in which we live: today, there is not a pure city as the center, or 
a pure provincial area as the periphery. We can find many examples of 
representation of the city and that of the country (called "regionalism") in literature 
and in "fiction" in general. However, we do not yet have a literary tradition that 
makes it possible to articulate such a post-World-War-11 situation. As a result, 
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we tend to fall back on the old style of "fiction," although that kind of "fiction" is 
not a proper way to deal with the contemporary American society. The fiction's 
shortcomings were far from negligible for Updike. 
****** 
Then, w'hy is he so eager to represent the suburban society as something novel? It 
seems to me that there is a religious and philosophical ground for it: his motive 
seems to be related to what George Hunt, a well-known Updike expert, calls 
"dread of Nothingness" in his book John Updike and the Three Great Secret 
Things: Sex, Religion, and Art (1980).8 Updike preserves things by writing about 
them, and fights back "nothingness," which has been a big concern for him ever 
since the beginning of his career. 
When we talk about novels, we usually take a principle inherent in realism 
for granted: paradoxically, a thing is not allowed to remain merely a thing and is 
required to signify something relevant to the whole of the work, and, when it does 
not, its description is considered superfluous. In that sense, a thing described in a 
novel of realism is not something that properly exists, but a language or a code to 
be deciphered. However, Updike's reputedly detailed description, it seems to me, 
does something else. Novels tend to lay too much emphasis on certain kind of 
things, and neglects to represent others although they also exist in the reality as we 
know it; and whether or not a thing is depicted in novels, stories, films, and TV 
programs is reciprocally related to whether or not it is properly treated in the 
society, whose view of the world is largely influenced and controlled by the 
"fiction" provided by the media. It seems to me that Updike wanted to do justice 
to several things that meant a lot to him but was till then neglected. 
So, I would like to mention briefly three things that fit into the category. 
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First, there is the presence of old people. In the cultural nationalism of the 
United States, at least until recently, it has been a commonplace in literature and in 
cultural discourse in general to regard the country as a young one, in contrast with 
Europe, the "Old World": American literature has been depicting "innocent" 
young boys like Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn and J. D. Salinger's Holden 
Caulfield in The Catcher in the Rye. In contrast, Updike has been paying 
attention to old people and the process of getting old, ever since the early stage of 
his career: in The Poorhouse Fair, his first novel published in 1959, the young 
novelist in his mid-twenties depicts such people. We should note that aging itself 
is rarely the source of problems in his works: in The Poorhouse Fair, for example, 
it is not Hook the old man but Conner the young manager who is at the core of the 
problem. Presence of old people is not something problematical in his works; 
they are often just there in the same way that most old people in our society simply 
live there, without any metaphorical meaning. Literature before Updike, on the 
other hand, tended to give them excessive metaphorical meanings, according to the 
principle of realism I have just mentioned. 
Second, there are Updikean fathers and mothers, who remind us of his own 
parents (maybe some of you would personally know them, and I would very much 
like to hear about them). Although they were decent people with education and 
good parents for their son, they at the same time do not exactly fit into the 
conservative role models of the patriarchal father (a tough "macho" man suitable 
for the frontier) and an American version of the "Angel in the House" (a "selfless" 
mother completely devoted to her husband and children). For example, in "The 
Pigeon Feathers," the protagonist's father lives with his wife's mother and do not 
try to dominate the family according to the norm of patriarchy. George Caldwell in 
The Centaur, who is maybe most explicitly modeled after his father, is a decent 
and heroic educator but is socially and economically unsuccessful. To take a recent 
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example, Clarence Wilmot, the first generation of In the Beauty of the Lilies, 
admits in public that he has lost his faith, and loses his job as a minister (it is 
ironical that his "loss" of faith is the result of an "inverted" Revelation). As a 
result, he fails to let his family enjoy the privileges of the "respectable" middle 
class. However, his son Teddy, the second generation Wilmot, does not complain 
about what he did; he respects and loves his father. 
As for the mother figure, I would like to mention a recent short story "His 
Mother inside Him" (collected in The Afterlife and Other Stories). In the story the 
protagonist, the son of the "mother" in the title, is critical about his mother about 
her violent attitude toward his father but at the same time sympathetic toward her 
dissatisfaction about too much limited chance for her intelligence. The way the 
author represents a new kind of the relationship between the mother and the son in 
the story is unique and important, both artistically and socially: in the story the 
mother is regarded, both by the son and the implied author, as an individual who 
has her own life before being someone's mother or wife (I think men of my 
country should read this one, for Japanese men are often criticized for too much 
dependent on mothers and mother surrogates, and I recently used this story in some 
of my English classes). 
Such parents deserve to be paid respect to, although they might not have 
been fit for the "Wild West," which no longer exists anyway; they, however, have 
so far been underestimated and neglected in the mainstream discourse, especially 
in the nationalistic "fiction." 
It is widely known that Ernest Hemingway, the national literary figure 
when Updike was still a young writer, was negatively obsessed with his father not 
being a tough patriarch and his mother being too powerful. When we look at a 
more popular genre, such a kind of father was a big concern for the protagonist 
played by James Dean in the movie Rebel without a Cause. There was little room 
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for the virtue of the kind of parents Updike had in his mind in the dominant 
"fiction" of the forties and fifties. 
When we talk about the social significance of litemture, we tend to think 
solely in terms of what kind of injustice it reveals. To uncover injustice is a 
significant job, though it may be more suitable for another genre, the non-fiction. 
Updike, on the other hand, makes use of another aspect of literature: it can also 
criticize the kind of prevalent discourse that makes us think that there is a problem 
where in fact no problem exists. There being old people is no problem (Updike 
was living with his grandparents), and his parents' relationship with each other and 
with their son was no problem, but the "fiction" around him incessantly required 
him and people of the em to think otherwise. Therefore, the author, instead of 
preaching ready-made morals, embarked on his endeavor to create a new style of 
fiction. 
• •••• * 
Then, why was representing neglected reality so important to him? 
When we ask this question, we are reminded of the third element in his 
works: there is the boy reading books in Updike's works, and the boy's interest in 
books is often irrelevant to what happens in the novel or the short story. For 
example, the detailed description of what the protagonist of"Pigeon Feathers" was 
reading after he moved to the more rural area of Firetown (modeled after 
Plowville) is too long if it is only there to mention H. G. Wells, whose work is the 
source of the protagonist's anxiety about death. Too often books the 
boy-protagonists read are extensively enumerated, with no apparent relevance to 
the process of the story, the succession of events. To such a boy, whether or not a 
thing in reality is given a place in "fiction" in general and in novels in particular 
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meant a lot. 
Of course, such kind of boys do. not fit into the category of "proper 
innocent American boys" "on the run" from civilization, but it is no more a 
problem than the presence of old people or that of educated parents who do not fit 
into the old role model of parents is. And we know that it is not a problem: a boy 
like that,· half a century ago, "commuted" to this place, Reading Public Library, 
from Shillington and later from Plowville, and remembers the happy experience in 
his essays read everywhere in the world; and today he makes Berks County 
internationally famous, as a place that deserves to be represented in literature. 
Notes 
This paper, except for the notes attached here and several corrections of errors, was read 
as the keynote speech at the Updike symposium held on March 18th, 200 I, at Reading 
Public Library in Pennsylvania, U. S. A., following the Updike tour on the previous day 
around Berks County starting at Reading Public Museum. The two-day program of the 
symposium and the tour was planned as a part of my research trip financed by Yokohama 
City for my full-length book on John Updike. 
I would like to thank the panelists of the symposium: Prof. Marshall Boswell (Rhodes 
College), Prof. Jack De Bellis (Lehigh University), Mr. Jim Morrison (Torrance Library), 
Mr. Barry Nelson (Updike's longtime friend, classmate at Shillington High School), and 
Prof. James Yerkes (Moravian College). And I am especially grateful for Mr. Luren 
Dickinson, who was at the time the director of public libraries at Reading and kindly 
organized the symposium, as well as making my research trip fruitful. 
2 I leave these three paragraphs intact, partly as a record of the symposium, and partly as a 
response to recent skepticism on the idea of "objective" scholarship, which in practice 
excludes minorities' point of view as "subjective" and "biased": Updike is often criticized 
for treating white people of the middle-class as "ordinary" Americans and stigmatizing 
minorities, but in this paper I would rather propose an alternative view of him and suggest 
seeing him as a writer belonging to a cultural minor stream and therefore trying to write 
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about less-represented reality of the United States. 
3 The protagonist comments that " ... she [the protagonist's wife] denied the less favored 
even the compliment of fearing them" (The Pigeon Feathers and Other Stories [New 
York: Knopf, 1962]204). 
4 Leslie A. Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel (New York: Criterion, 1960) 
5 Collected in Toshio WATANABE, ed., Yominaosu America Bungaku [Rereading 
American Literature](Tokyo: Kenkyu-sha, 1996). ( IJ:I~m f 7 ·:; 7 .Y 1 7 (f) r~-? "( 
~ t.: 7~-t='J t ~ ::..-- ~ Jv ?'.I..::. 7 J iltillf1J1i1Uii H)';:.;;..@:-t7;. •J :tJ Jt!'¥:J [M~t±, 
1996~]0 ) 
6 Collected in lwao IWAMOTO and Takahiro KAMOGA WA, eds., Sexuality to Tsumi no 
lshiki [Sexuality and Consciousness of Guilt] (Tokyo: Nanun-do, 1999). (jj:..t~re 
•J - 9 n + •1 ~ t-
r :l&n-=E•1'~=* t t... -c(J)7 ::1 7 .y 1 7 J :'f:iJ[;.!ft, ·~111.!¥-lti.ti r-~: 7 ~ .:1. 7 •J .:r 1 t 
~(J)~~J (i¥J~:£:, 1999~]o ) 
7 Philip Fisher, Hard Facts: Setting and Form in the American Novel (New York and 
Oxford, Oxford UP, 1985). 
8 George Hunt, John Updike and the Three Great Secret Things: Sex, Religion, and Art 
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: William E. Eerdmans, 1980). 
91 
